
 

Sexual activity and substance use are not uncommon 
among youth today.  According to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 79 percent of high-school 
students report having experimented with alcohol at least 
once, and a quarter report frequent drug use. 1,2  Half of 
all 9th-12th graders have had sexual intercourse, and 65 
percent will by the time they graduate. 3  While it has 
been difficult to show a direct causal relationship, there is 
some evidence that alcohol and drug use by young people 
is associated with risky sexual activity.   

Risky Sexual Behaviors and Substance Use 

Sexual Initiation  

• Current data suggest that those who engage in any 
“risk behaviors” tend to take part in more than one, 
and that many health risk behaviors occur in 
combination with other risky activities.4 

• Prior substance use increases the probability that an 
adolescent will initiate sexual activity, and sexually 
experienced adolescents are more likely to initiate 
substance use – including alcohol and cigarettes.5 

• Teens who use alcohol or drugs are more likely to 
have sex than those who do not: Adolescents who 
drink are seven times more likely, while those who 
use illicit substances are five times more likely – even 
after adjusting for age, race, gender, and parental 
educational level.6 

• Up to 18 percent of young people aged 13 to 19 
report that they were drinking at the time of first 
intercourse.7 Among teens aged 14 to 18 who 
reported having used alcohol before age fourteen, 20 
percent said they had sex at age fourteen or earlier, 
compared with seven percent of other teens.8 

• One-quarter of sexually active 9-12th grade students 
report using alcohol or drugs during their last sexual 
encounter, with males more likely than females to 
have done so (31% vs. 19%).3 

• For a significant proportion of adults aged 18 to 30, 
having sex and heavy drinking occur together in a 
single episode. Among men, 35 percent said they had 
sex when consuming five to eight drinks, compared 
with 17 percent of those who had one or two drinks. 
Among women aged 18 to 30, 39 percent had sex 
while consuming five to eight drinks, compared with 
14 percent of women who had one or two drinks.9  

Unprotected Sex 

• Thirty-eight percent (38%) of sexually active teenage 
women and 26 percent of women aged 20 to 24 rely 
on the condom as their contraceptive method, making 

 

 

 

it second only to the pill (used by 44% of teens and 
52% of young adults).10  

• Research on the association between condom use and 
substance use is mixed. According to one analysis of 
a large national sample of high school students, 
sexually active adolescents who use alcohol and/or 
drugs are somewhat less likely than other students to 
have used a condom the last time they had sex. 
However, the differences were not statistically 
significant after controlling for other factors. 1 

• The more substances that sexually active teens and 
young adults have ever tried, the less likely they are 
to have used a condom the last time they had sex: 
Among those aged 14 to 22, 78 percent of boys and 
67 percent of girls who reported never using a 
substance said that they used a condom, compared 
with only 35 percent of boys and 23 percent of girls 
who reported ever having used five substances.11  

• Teen girls and young women aged 14 to 22 who have 
recently used multiple substances are less likely to 
have used a condom the last time they had sex: 26 
percent of young women with four recent alcohol or 
drug use behaviors reported using a condom at last 
intercourse, compared with 44 percent of those who 
reported no recent alcohol or drug use.11 

Multiple Partners 

• For teenagers as well as adults aged 18 to 30, having 
multiple sexual partners has been associated with 
both ever-use and current use of alcohol or other 
substances.11 

• Thirty-nine percent (39%) of sexually active students 
in 9th-12th grades who report ever using alcohol have 
had sex with four or more partners, compared with 
29 percent of students who never drink.6 

• Forty-four percent (44%) of sexually active students 
in 9th-12th grades who report ever using drugs have 
had sex with four or more partners, compared with 
24 percent of students who use drugs.6 

• Among sexually active young people aged 14 to 22 
who used a substance the last time they had 
intercourse, 61 percent of men and 44 percent of 
women had had multiple partners during the three 
months prior to being surveyed, compared with 32 
percent of men and 14 percent of women who did not 
use drugs or alcohol the last time they had sex.11  

• Sexually active women aged 14 to 22 who recently 
used alcohol or drugs four times are more likely than 
those who do not drink or take drugs to have had 
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more than one sex partner in the last three months 
(48% compared with 8%).11The number of different 
substances women aged 14 to 22 use in their 
lifetimes significantly increases their likelihood of 
having multiple sex partners. 4 Among 18 to 22-year-
old men and women, an earlier age at initiation of 
alcohol use is associated with the later likelihood of 
having multiple sex partners. For example, among 
those who reported having initiated alcohol use at 
age 10 or younger, 44 percent of men and 31 percent 
of women said they had had more than one sex 
partner in the three months prior to the survey, 
compared with 37 percent of men and 12 percent of 
women who said that they first drank alcohol at age 
17 or older.11 

Unintended Consequences 

Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STDs) 

• There are approximately fifteen million new cases of 
sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) annually in the 
United States. About two-thirds of new cases occur 
among adolescents and young adults under 25,12,13 a 
group that is also more likely to engage in both risky 
sexual activity and alcohol and drug use.  

• Young women may be biologically more susceptible to 
chlamydia, gonorrhea, and HIV than older women.13 

• In a single act of unprotected sex with an infected 
partner, a teenage woman has a one percent risk of 
acquiring HIV, a 30 percent risk of getting genital 
herpes, and a 50 percent chance of contracting 
gonorrhea.14 

Unintended Pregnancy 

• Substance use and unintended pregnancies often 
occur among the same populations.1 

• Fifty-five percent of teenagers say that having sex 
while drinking or on drugs is often a reason for 
unplanned teen pregnancies.1,15 

• Almost one million adolescents – or 19 percent of 
those who have had sexual intercourse – become 
pregnant each year.16 Among women aged 15 to 19, 
78 percent of pregnancies are believed to be 
unintended, accounting for about one-quarter of all 
accidental pregnancies each year. 17  

• The pregnancy rate among women aged 20 to 24 is 
183.3 per 1,000 women; it is thought that 59 percent 
of pregnancies in this age group are unintended.17 

Sexual Assault and Violence 

• Estimates of substance use during instances of sexual 
violence and rape in the general population range 
from 30 to 90 percent for alcohol use, and from 13 to 
42 percent for the use of illicit substances.1 

• Alcohol use by the victim, perpetrator, or both, has 
been implicated in 46 to 75 percent of date rapes 
among college students.1 

• One survey of college students found that 78 percent 
of women had experienced sexual aggression (any 
type of sexual activity, including kissing, unwanted by 
the woman). Dates on which sexual aggression 
occurred were more likely to include heavy drinking or 

drug use than those dates that were not marked by 
sexually aggressive activity.1 

• While 93% of teenage women report that their first 
intercourse was voluntary, one-quarter of these 
young women report that it was unwanted.18 Seven 
out of ten women who first had intercourse before 
age 13 say it was unwanted or nonvoluntary.18 

• Compared with women in other age groups, women 
aged 19 to 29 report more violent incidents with 
intimate partners, for a rate of 21.3 violent 
victimizations per 1,000 women.19 

References 
1 The National Center of Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA) at 
Columbia University. (1999). Dangerous liaisons: Substance abuse 
and sex. New York, The National Center on Addiction and Substance 
Abuse (CASA) at Columbia University. 
2 “Frequent drug use” was defined as occurring when a substance was 
used more than 20 times in one’s lifetime. 
3 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Youth Risk Behavior 
Surveillance – United States, 1999, Morbidity and Mortality Weekly 
Report, June 2000, vol. 49. 
4 Eisen M et al., Teen Risk-Taking: Promising Prevention Programs and 
Approaches, Washington DC: Urban Institute, September 2000. (YRBS 
data) 
5 Mott FL and Haurin RJ, Linkages between sexual activity and alcohol 
and drug use among American adolescents, Family Planning 
Perspectives, 1988, vol. 20. 
6 Analysis of 1997 YRBS data, reported in CASA, Dangerous Liaisons: 
Substance Abuse and Sex. 
7 Analysis of a random telephone survey in Buffalo, NY, reported in 
CASA, Dangerous Liaisons: Substance Abuse and Sex. 
8 Analysis of National Longitudinal Survey of Youth Labor Market 
Experience, reported in CASA, Dangerous Liaisons: Substance Abuse 
and Sex. 
9 Graves KL, Risky sexual behavior and alcohol use among young 
adults: Results from a national survey, American Journal of Health 
Promotion, 1995, vol. 10. 
10 The Alan Guttmacher Institute, Fact Sheet on Teens, Sex and 
Pregnancy, Special tabulations by AGI of data from the 1995 National 
Survey of Family Growth, New York: AGI, 2000. 
11 Santelli JS et al., Timing of alcohol and other drug use and sexual 
risk behaviors among unmarried adolescents and young adults, Family 
Planning Perspectives, 2001, vol. 33. 
12 American Social Health Association/Kaiser Family Foundation, 
Sexually Transmitted Diseases in America: How Many Cases and At 
What Cost? Menlo Park, CA: The Henry J Kaiser Family Foundation, 
1998. 
13 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Tracking the 
Hidden Epidemics: Trends in STDs in the United States 2000, Atlanta, 
GA: CDC, 2001. 
14 The Alan Guttmacher Institute, Sex and America's Teenagers, New 
York: AGI, 1994. 
15 Kaiser Family Foundation, 1996 KFF Survey on Teens and Sex: 
What they say teens today need to know and who they listen to: 
Chart Pack, Menlo Park, CA: The Henry J Kaiser Family Foundation, 
1996. 
16 The Alan Guttmacher Institute, Teenage pregnancy: overall trends 
and state-by-state information, New York: AGI, 1999, Table 1; 
Henshaw SK, U.S. Teenage pregnancy statistics with comparative 
statistics for women aged 20- 24, New York: AGI, 1999. 
17 Henshaw SK, Unintended pregnancy in the United States, Family 
Planning Perspectives, 1998, vol. 30. 
18 Moore KA et al., A Statistical Portrait of Adolescent Sex, 
Contraception, and Childbearing, Washington, DC: National Campaign 
to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 1998. 
19 Bachman R and Saltzman LE, Special Report from National Crime 
Victimization Survey: Violence Against Women Estimates from the 
Redesigned Survey, Washington D.C.: Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
August 1995. 

For additional free copies of this publication 
(#3213), please contact our Publication Request 
Line at 1-800-656-4533. 


